There are two facets to be considered when assessing a piece of research. Is it done well and should it have been done at all? The answer to the first question is straightforward because it is largely technical. It is one of methodology. What is the hypothesis? Are the independent and dependent variables carefully defined and measured? Are the intervening variables controlled or allowed for? Have the measurements been made without bias? Is the analysis of the results valid? Are the inferences drawn correct? Under what conditions will these inferences apply, and so on?
The answer to the second question, should the research have been done at all, is more difficult to handle. This is because the answer is not technical but a matter of judgement. The problem is that different people have different views of what is a significant question. For example, some would argue that more measurements of sky types in different locations cannot be justified until progress has been made on using such information, but designers in those locations might find such information useful. Similarly, there are some who would argue that further research on discomfort glare is useless until a clearer definition of what it is has been found, yet others would say that the advent of LED luminaires has made such research urgent. So how should the question, should this research have been done, be addressed? One approach would be to ask, if the research is successful what difference would it make? Would it change the way lighting is designed? Would it lead to a new understanding of how light and lighting have their effects? Would it make people safer, healthier, more comfortable or more productive? Another approach would be to ask if the proposed research is realistic.
For example, what is the point of studying road lighting in isolation without vehicle lighting? Yet, another approach would be to ask what this research would add to what is already known. Does it offer the possibility of replication or an extension of knowledge? Does it represent a critical test of a theory or model? One approach that is necessary but is unlikely to be successful in identifying research that should be done is getting someone to pay for it. Funders have their own priorities so a willingness to pay to get an answer is no guarantee of a question that ought to be addressed.
What all this comes down to is that the starting point for good research is a good question. Research is expensive in terms of both time and resources, so it is as well to ensure it addresses a significant question. My recent visit to the CIE Sessional Meeting in Manchester has convinced me that while there is plenty of expertise out there to do research well, there are not so many good questions. It behooves all those involved in lighting research to give as much consideration to why a piece of research should be done as to how it should be done.
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